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This paper considers the taxonomy of most of the Synodontis spp. present in the main drainage basins
of West Mrica. The first section consists of a key to the sixteen species known to occur in Lake
Kainji. Nigeria. A second section considers species which are reputed to live in the area and therefore
might occur in the lake. It is suggested that several of the latter group are synonymous with better
known species.
INTRODUCTION
This paper is concerned with the taxonomy
of a group of commercially important cat
fishes in the recently formed man-made lake,
Lake Kainji, on the RiverNiger in Nigeria, West
Africa.
Systematicswork on the genus Synodontis
started with BOULENGER's (1911) catalogue
ofthose species presentin the British Museum
(Natural History). The taxonomy ofthe genus
has recently been revised by POLL (1971),
who divided the genus into three genera,
Synodontis, Hemisynodontis and
Brachysynodontis, the last two of which are
monospecific. POLL (op. cit.) based this
division largel)'upon the extended opercular
openings of S. membranaceusand S. batensoda
which he placed in Hemisyno-dontis and
Brachysynodontis respectively. However,
the present author and DrP.H. Greenwood
of the British Museum (Natural History)
(pers.comm.) consider thflt the differences
cited by Poll do not warrant generic status,
and thatsince there is little osteological data
to support it, this divisioN is not justified.
Consequently the original classification will
be adhered to in the present work.
The key considers only those species
known to be present in Lake Kainji. Other
species which, itis thought, might occur, are
described later. Thus the majority of the
species of Synodontis to be found in West
Africa are considered in this paper. However,
for more extensive descriptions and figures,
the works of BOULENGER (1911), POLL
(1971),LEWIS (1974) and WILLOUGHBY
(1974) should be consulted.
Synodontisare small to medium sized cat
fishes (Figure 1). They have three pairs of
well-developed barbels, the two mandibular
pairs being branched. The head is enclosed
in a heavy bony casing, the cephalo-nuchal
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1 . ( a ) N o g a p b e t w e e n e n d o f r a y e d d o r s a l
f i n a n d a d i p o s e f i n . V e n t r a l s u r f a c e
d a r k e r t h a n d o r s a l s u r f a c e i n l i f e .
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( b ) G a p p r e s e n t b e t w e e n e n d o f r a y e d
d o r s a l a n d a d i p o s e f i n . D o r s a l s u r f a c e
d a r k e r t h a n v e n t r a l s u r f a c e i n l i f e .
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2 . ( a ) 7 - 1 6 m a n d i b u l a r t e e t h . W i d e b l a c k
m e m b r a n e r u n n i n g f u l l l e n g t h o f m a x -
i l l a r y b a r b e l . F i n s p a l e g r e y a n d
n e v e { , s p o t t e d . . . . . S y n o d o n t i s
m e m b r a n a c e u s ( G E O F F R O Y - S T . -
H I L A I R E 1 8 0 9 ) ( p O L L , 1 9 7 1 , p l a c e s t h i s
s p e c i e s i n t h e g e n u s H e m i s y n o d o n t i s )
( b ) 3 5 - 6 0 m a n d i b u l a r t e e t h . M e m b r a n e o n
m a x i l l a r y b a r b e l t a p e r s f r o m b a s e t o
t i p . C a u d a l f i n a l w a y s s p o t t e d w i t h b l a c k .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . S y n o d o n t i s b a t e n s o d a
( R U P P E L L 1 8 3 2 ) ( P O L L , 1 9 7 1 ,
p l a c e s t h i s s p e c i e s i n t h e g e n u s
B r a c h y s y n o d o n t i s )
( c ) 5 3 - 7 8 m a n d i b u l a r t e e t h . M a x i l l a r y
b a r b e l s w i t h t u b e r c l e s o r s m a l l r a m i f i -
c a t i o n s a n d a n a r r o w m e m b r a n e r e s t r i c t e d
t o b a s a l t h i r d .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . S y n o d o n t i s
r e s u p i n a t u s
B O U L E N G E R 1 9 0 9
3 . ( a ) L o w e r p a r t o f h u m e r a l p r o c e s s b e a r i n g
s p i n e s S y n o d o n t i s b u d g e t t i
B O U L E N G E R 1 9 1 1 . ( S e e a l s o S . o m i a s ) .
( b ) L o w e r p a r t o f h u m e r a l p r o c e s s n o t
b e a r i n g s p i n e s
m a x i l l a r y t o o t h b a n d
m a n d i b u l a r t o o t l 1 b a n d
~~~m a " l I a r y b a r b e '
.
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s h i e l d . T h e f i r s t r a y o f t h e d o r s a l f i n a n d o f
e a c h p e c t o r a l f i n i s m o d i f i e d t o f o r m a s t o u t
s e r r a t e d s p i n e , w h i c h c a n b e l o c k e d a t r i g h t
a n g l e s t o t h e b o d y a x i s . I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e







F i g . 1 . S y n o d o n t i s M e a s u r e m e n t s .
l a r g e , w h i c h l a c k s s u p p o r t i n g b o n y r a y s . T h e
s k i n i s w i t h o u t s c a l e s , b u t m a y h a v e v i l l i , w h i c h
a r e s m a l l h a i r - l i k e p r o j e c t i o n s f r o m t h e b o d y
w a l l i n t o t h e o v e r - l y i n g m u c o u s c o v e r i n g .
. 4
4 . ( a ) M a x i l l a r y b a r b e l s b e a r i n g f i n e r a m i -
f i c a t i o n s . C a u d a l f i n r e d . . . . . . . S y n o d o n t i s
c l a r i a s ( L I N N A E U S 1 7 5 8 )
( b ) M a x i l l a r y b a r b e l s u n b r a n c h e d . C a u d a l
f i n n e v e r r e d 5
5 . ( a ) H u m e r a l p r o c e s s r o u n d e d w i t h n o
r i d g e a l o n g l o w e r m a r g i n . B o t h l o b e s
c o u r ,
x i p h i
( b ) 2 4 ·
t u s e l :
o l i v
v i o l ,
S . s
KEY TO WEST AFRICAN SYNODONTIS SSP 27
Synodontis recorded
ji
en end of rayed dorsal
e fin. Ventral surface
orsal surface in life.
, 2
between end of rayed
lOse fin. Dorsal surface
entral surface in life,
.......................................... .3
ular teeth. Wide black
ling full length of max-










ipecies in the gen us
ntis)
ibular teeth. Maxillary







of humeral process not
s
....................... , 4




............ , , 5
ocess rounded with no
lwer margin. Both lobes
of caudal fin edged with black
......................................................................6
(b) Humeral process sharply pointed with
ridge (sometimes not prominent) along
lower margin
..............................................7
(c) Humeral process obtusely pointed
with n0 ridge along lower margin. Head
and body strongly compressed (height
1.4-1.6 times width). Body covered
with fine vernliculated spots.
.................. ..Synodontis vermiculatus
DAGET 1954.
6. (a) 6-9 mandibular teeth. Snout 1.8-2.1
times post-orbital length. Filament on
dorsal spine shorter than spine.
Colour of body uniform grey.
........................... ,.... .Synodontis sorex
GUNTER 1864
(b) 15-23 mandibular teeth. Snout 1.2-
1.5 times post-orbital length. Filament
on dorsal spine much longer than spine.
Colour of body yellowish with dark
spots Synodontisjilamentosus
BOULENGER 1901
7.(a) Snout 60% or more of head length.
Eye diameter less than 30% of snout
length.
(b) Snout 50% or less of head length.
Eye diameter 30-70% ofsnout length.
.......................................................................9
8.(a) 12-17 mandibular teeth. Snout ob-
tusely pointed with fleshy lips. Colour
golden yellow with dark brown spots
of eye diameter size.
., , " , Synodontis
courteti PELLEGRIN 1906 (See also S.
xiphias and S. labeo)
(b) 24-30 mandibular teeth. Snout ob-
tusely pointed but lips not fleshy. Colour
olive to brown with no spots.
...................................... .Synodontis
violaceus PELLEGRIN 1919 (See also
S. solani).
(c) 29-49 mandibular teeth. Snout large,
depressed and rounded. Colour dark
brown with darker spots ofeye diameter
size or smaller.
. , Synodontis
gobroni DAGET 1954. See also S.
guttatus).
9. (a) 44-62 rnandibularteeth. Dorsal fin with
rays 1-5 prolonged into filaments. Colour




(b) 23-43 mandibular teeth. Dorsal fin
filaments absent or present on first ray
only 10
1O.(a) Adipose fin small, approximately 25%
of standard length. Colour mid to dark
brown with dark spots of less than eye
diameter size on body and fins.
............................... : Synodontis
nigrita CUVIERand VALENCIENNES
1940 (See also S. melanopterus.)
(b) Adipose fin medium sized, more than
30% of standard length. Colour yellow,
brown or olive, with or without spots.
., 11
ll.(a) Body marked with dark spots larger
than eye diameter. Fins spotted or
striped Syn0 don tis ocellifer
BOULENGER 1900
(b) Body and fins usually unspotted.
Spots minute when present. 12
12.(a) Mandibular tooth band less than half
as wide as maxillary tooth band. Dorsal
::" surface of pectoral spine usually more
coarsely ridged than ventral surface.
Skin generally villose. Crest of
cephalonuchal shield immediately in
front of dorsal spine obtusely pointed.
........................... " Synodontis
schall BLOCH-SCHNEIDER 1801 (See
also S. robbianus).
(b) Mandibular tooth band more than half
as wide as maxillary tooth band. Dorsal
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t h e b
S . r o b h '
a n d i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t t h e t w o b e l o n g t o t h e
s a m e s p e c i e s . S . x i p h i a s c l o s e l y r e s e m b l e s S .
c o u n e t i i n b o d y p r o p o r t i o n s , b a r b e l l e n g t h s ,
t h e h u m e r a l p r o c e s s , a n d a l s o i n t h e p o s -
s e s s i o n o f a f l a p o f s k i n r u n n i n g l o n g i -
t u d i n a l l y b e t w e e n t h e i n n e r m a n d i b u l a r
b a r b e l s . S . c o u n e t i i s t h e o n l y W e s t A f r i c a n
S y n o d o n t i s k n o w n t o p o s s e s s t h i s f l a p , a n d
t h u s t h e e v i d e n c e stron~ly s u g g e s t s t h a t
S . x i p h i a s a n d S . c o u r t e t i a r e s y n o n y m o u s .
S y n o d o n t i s l a b e o G U N T H E R 1 8 6 5
T h i s p o o r l y k n o w n s p e c i e s w a s t h o u g h t
b y D A G & T ( 1 9 5 4 ) t o b e s y n o n y m o u s w i t h
S . c o u r t e t i , w h i c h i t r e s e m b l e s i n b o d y f o r m ,
s i z e a n d c o l o u r a t i o n . H o w e v e r , t h e t y p e
s p e c i m e n o f S . l a b e o h a s a b l u n t r o u n d e d
n u m e r a l p r o c e s s w h e r e a s t h a t o f S . c o u n e t i
i s s h a r p ; t h e m a x i l l a r y b a r b e l s o f S . l a b e o
r e a c h w e l l b e y o n d t h e o r i g i n o f t h e p e c t o r a l
f i n , w h i l e t h o s e o f S . c o u r t e t i s e l d o m r e a c h
i t ; a n d t h e f l a p o f s k i n p r e s e n t b e t w e e n t h e
b a r b e l s o f S . c o u r t e t i i s a b s e n t i n S . l a b e o .
W h i l e t h i s e v i d e n c e s u g g e s t s t h a t S . l a b e o
i s a s e p a r a t e s p e c i e s , m o r e e v i d e n c e i s n e c e s -
s a r y t o c l a r i f y i t s s t a t u s .
S y n o d o n t i s g u t t a t u s G U N T H E R 1 8 6 5
P O L L ( 1 9 7 1 ) c o n s i d e r s t h i s l i t t l e k n o w n
s p e c i e s t o b e d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e f r o m S . g o b r o n i
b y i t s b o d y p r o p o r t i o n s , m a n d i b u l a r t o o t h
n u m b e r , a n d t h e a b s e n c e o f v i l l i o n t h e s k i n
o f t h e f o r m e r . H o w e v e r , s p e c i m e n s o f S . g o b r o n i
e x a m i n e d b y t h e a u t h o r s p a n n e d t h e r a n g e s
o f b o t h t o o t h n u m b e r s a n d b o d y p r o p o r -
t i o n s c i t e d b y P O L L ( o p . c i t ) f o r t h e t w o
s p e c i e s . F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e s k i n o f t h e s t u f f e d
t y p e s p e c i m e n o f S . g u t t a t u s b e a r s e v i d e n c e ,
n o t a b l y o n t h e h e a d , o f h a v i n g b e e n d e n s e l y
v i l l o s e , a n d t h e l i p s a r e c o v e r e d w i t h p a p i l l a e .
B o t h t h e s e f e a t u r e s a r e p r e s e n t o n S . g o b r o n i ,
a n d a v i l l o s e h e a d h a s n o t b e e n o b s e r v e d o n
a n y o t h e r s p e c i e s . T h u s a l t h o u g h t h e q u a l i t y
o f t h e m a t e r i a l m a k e s p o s i t i v e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n
d i f f i c u l t , i t i s t h o u g h t t h a t D A G E T ( 1 9 5 4 ) i s
c o r r e c t i n h i s s u g g e s t i o n c h a t t h e t w o s p e c i e s
a r e s y n o n y m o u s .
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s u r f a c e o f p e c t o r a l s p i n e w i t h r i d g e s
o f s a m e s i z e a s o n v e n t r a l s u r f a c e . S k i n
s e l d o m b e a r i n g a n y v i l l o s s i t i e s . C r e s t
o f c e p h a l o n u c h a l s h i e l d i m m e d i a t e l y
i n f r o n t o f d o r s a l s p i n e r o u n d e d .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . S y n o d o n t i s
g a m b i e n s i s G U N T H E R 1 8 6 4
D e s c r i p t i o n o f S y n o d o n t i s s p p . r e p u t e d t o o c c u r
i n o r n e a r L a k e K a i n j i :
S y n o d o n t i s o m i a s G U N T H E R 1 8 6 4
T h i s s p e c i e s i s v e r y s i m i l a r t o S . b u d g e t t i ,
b u t m a y b e d i s t i n g u i s h e d f r o m i t b y t h r e e
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ( B O U L E N G E R , 1 9 1 1 ) .
1 . T h e p r e s e n c e o f a n a l ' r o w m e m b r a n e
o n t h e b a s a l t h i r d o f t h e m a x i l l a r y b a r b e l
o f S . b U d g e t t i , a n d i t s a b s e n c e i n S .
o m z a s .
2 . T h e p e l v i c f i n s o f S . o m i a s r e a c h
b e y o n d t h e o r i g i n o f t h e a n a l f i n , w h i l e
t h o s e o f S . b u d g e t t i d o n o t .
3 . S . o m i a s i s t h o u g h t t o h a v e b e t w e e n
4 1 a n d 5 8 m a n d i b u l a r t e e t h , w h i l e S .
b u d g e t t i h a s b e t w e e n 4 5 a n d 6 4 .
H o w e v e r , t h e t y p e s p e c i m e n o f S . o m i a s
i s a s k e l e t o n , a n d t h e s p e c i e s h a s o n l y b e e n
p o s i t i v e l y i d e n t i f i e d b y P O L L ( 1 9 7 1 ) f r o m
o n e s p e c i m e n . T h e w i d t h s o f b a r b e l m e m -
b r a n e s a n d t h e l e n g t h s o f f i n s a r e v a r i a b l e
i n o t h e r S y n o d o n t i s s p p . a n d t h e m a n d i b u l a r
t e e t h a r e c o n s t a n t l y b e i n g r e p l a c e d a s t h e y
w e a r o r b r e a k . D A G E T ( 1 9 5 4 ) c o n s i d e r s t h e
d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n t h e t w o t o b e m i n u t e a n d
o f d u b i o u s t a x o n o m i c v a l i d i t y , a n d i n t h e
o p i n i o n o f t h e p r e s e n t a u t h o r t h e y a r e
p r o b a b l y s y n o n y m o u s .
S y n o d o n t i s x i p h i a s G U N T H E R 1 8 6 3
T h e t y p e s p e c i m e n o f t h i s s p e c i e s w a s
s h o w n b y P O L L ( 1 9 7 1 ) t o b e m i s l e a d i n g , i t s
s n o u t b e i n g a n a r t e f a c t c a u s e d b y t h e t a x i -
d e n n i s t , a n d P O L L ( 1 9 7 1 ) c o n s i d e r e d t h e s p e c i e s
t o b e s y n o n y m o u s w i t h S y n o d o n t i s
l a b e o G U N T H E R 1 8 6 5 . H o w e v e r , t h e h u m e r a l
p r o c e s s e s o f S . x i p h i a s a n d S . l a b e o h a s b l u n t ,
r o u n d e d h u m e r a l p r o c e s s w h e r e a s t h a t o f S .
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Synodontis soloni BOULENGER 1899
This species superficially resembles S.
violaceus, and has been recorded from the
River Niger by FANG (1943) and from Lake
KainjibyLELEK(1972). Thespecimenobtained
by LELEKwas not examined closely butwas
unlike any other species obtained from the
areaofthe lake. S. solonimay be distinguished
from S. violaceus by three features.
1. S. solonihasa black membrane along
its maxillary barbel, while S. violaceus has a
pale membrane.
2. S. soloni has a naked skin while that
of S. violaceus is densely villose.
3. S. soloni is mottled or bloched with
darker brown, whereas S. violaceushas olive
or brown skin with no markings.
Synodontis melanopterusBOULENGER 1902
This species is similar to S. nigrita, but
may be distinguished from it by the follow-
ing characteristics.
1. The adipose fin is 30% or more of
the standard length of S. melanopterus, but
25% or less of S. nigrita.
2. The first ray ofthe dorsal fin is longest
in S. nigrita whereas the second and third
are long in S. melanopterus, producing a sail-
like dorsal fin similar to that of S. eupterus.
3. The body ofS. melanopterusis uniform
dark brown in colour, while that ofS. nigrita
usually possesses small dark brown spots.
Examination of preserved material
suggests that the larger adipose fin together
with the absence of spots on the body of S.
melanopteruswould be sufficient to separate
it from S. nigrita under field conditions.
Synodontis TObbianus SMITH 1873
This species is very similar to S. schall,
butis reputed to have a membrane on its maxil-
lary barbel which is equal to or greater than
thewidth ofthe barbel. The membrane on the
maxillary barbel ofS. schallis narrower than
the barbel. The type specimen of
S. TObbianus retains a few villi on its sides
despite the removal ofthe protective mucous
layer, and the spots present on its dorsal
surface are very similar to those ofjuvenile
S. schall. While it is thought possible that
the two species are synonymous, collection
ofmore material from the delta ofthe River
Niger, where S. TObbianusis thought to live,
is necessary to test this hypothesis.
SUMMARY
Despite a recent revision of the genus
Synodontis, there are several taxonomic pro-
blems which are not resolved. A key to the
sixteen species ofthis genus which have been
found in Lake Kainji on the River Niger in
Nigeria, has been constructed, and provides
additional information to that found in 0 ther
keys by which to separate some of the
morphologically very similar species.
A second section considers species which
are reputed to live in the area and might be
encountered in the lake. Of these species it
is possible that the following pairs are syn-
onymous:
S. budgetti and S. omias
S. courteti and S. xiphias
S. gobTOni and S. guttatus
S. schall and S. robbianus
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